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Introduction 
Traditionally, scholarly analyses  of the corset  have framed it within a narrative of 
oppression versus one of liberation. After the First World War, when women joined 
the workforce in high numbers, and the early women’s rights movement gained 
momentum, the corset as a staple garment of women’s dress was abandoned. 
However, the history of the corset is multifaceted because women’s experience of 
corsets was varied. Much attention has been dedicated to the quest for small waists in 
Victorian society, stressing the negative connotations of the corset. An instrument of 
discipline and torture, the corset has generally been seen as the sartorial expression of 
the Victorian cult of suffering. Indeed, corsetry was central to the idealization and 
sexualisation of feminine illness, which in turn supported an unequal power 
relationship between sexes. The Victorian obsession with illness and death 
contributed to the morbidification of female sexuality and cemented the corset as the 
sartorial expression of female submissive masochism. However, David Kunzle 
(2004), and, in a more moderate way, Valerie Steele (2001), radically reassessed the 
corset’s relationship to female sexuality, arguing that tight lacing was instead a much 
more ambiguous occurrence. In fact, a reassessment of the history of the corset 
uncovered that the corset had also many positive connotations of social status, 
respectability, self-discipline, beauty and erotic appeal. Contemporary re-emergence 
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of the burlesque propels the corset into a space in which women perform sexualized 
striptease in conditions where they are entirely in control. 
To explore these issues I will analyse two Australian Films and their use of costume, 
the corset in particular. 
The dress and the body 
First, it is necessary to clarify two important elements in the relationship between 
dress and the female body. The first element is that women’s physical beauty is 
idealised essentially through the contrast between a slender waist and round hips; the 
second refers to the fact that the erotic female body is always a dressed body, or 
better, a body in various states of undress. Classic Greek sculptures (SLIDE) and 
erotic vase paintings always represented the female body as seen through a semi-
transparent or wet cloth that emphasise the pubic region and breast, in other words, 
the natural curves and voluptuousness of the female form. The corset tightly shapes 
the upper body, so that the female body is revealed, but not entirely uncovered. 
(SLIDE) Therefore, the corset is a convenient foil for nakedness, where the 
imagination becomes a powerful instrument in the erotic game of guessing the female 
form. (SLIDE OF VICTORIAN EROTIC POSTCARD) Similarly, contemporary 
closely fitting garments are designed to follow the shape of the body, emphasise the 
breast, a wasp waist and round hips in order to expose an idealised female form, rather 
than disguise it. Thus clothes construct an idealised femininity, and the female body is 
at the same time a prop for sartorial display and a site of signification. 
Similarly, costume in film is far from being just a marker of historical accuracy. Stella 
Bruzzi, in her book Undressing Cinema (1997) makes the important distinction 
between films that look at the clothes and films that look through the clothes (p. 36). 
Films that look through the clothes exist primarily to support historical accuracy and 
authenticity, and carry information about class and country. Conversely, films that 
look at the clothes support primarily a discourse of eroticism, in that they play the 
ambiguity between denial and desire, foregrounding both the emotional and repressed 
aspects of women’s erotic desire. Both films are two historical representations and 
they both invite male and women gaze in a contrapuntal discourse that centres on the 
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erotic. As historical representations, they both tell more about the time in which they 
were released than the time in which they were set.  
In discussing the role of the corset in Picnic at Hanging Rock and Moulin Rouge, this 
paper traces the negative or positive connotations of the corset’s erotic discourse 
existing at the time in which the films were made. The paper contextualises the 
representation of the corset in the two films as this representation intersected with 
debates about fashion and eroticism that were dominant at the time of the making of 
the films. I argue that the corset provides a counterpoint in each film signifying the 
tension between beauty and respectability, on the one hand, and desire and 
transgression, on the other. I also argue that the corset is the primary prop around 
which the narrative revolves as well as the key signifying hook for the audience. The 
fact that erotic motifs are so rare in Australian films makes the centrality of the corset 
in these films even more powerful as a discursive trope. 
The films 
In the opening segment in Picninc at Hanging Rock we see Miranda, Marion, Irma 
and a fourth girl lacing each other into corsets. (SLIDE) In Moulin Rouge, the corset 
is the prime signifier of Satine’s profession and reputation. (SLIDE) In the majority of 
the film, Satine/Kidman wears a corset and lingerie, thus this discussion will refer to 
Satine as a character. At the heart of the ambivalence between desire and denial, in 
both films, the corset represents the fetishistic attraction of clothes themselves. The 
corset’s erotic appeal was partially derived from the fact that it was underwear, a 
category of clothing that, as Steele says, in the economy of the body, “complicates the 
traditional paradigm of the naked and the clothed, since a person is simultaneously 
dressed and undressed” (2001, p. 114). 
Stella Bruzzi (1997) offers a feminist reading of Picnic at Hanging Rock through 
Laura Mulvey’s psychoanalytic view of female audience’s positioning and pleasure. 
In this paper, I want instead to look at how the first segment references the imagery of 
the toilette galante. The erotic function of the corset originated in popular graphic art 
and representations in eighteenth and nineteenth century France. According to Kunzle 
(2004, p.141), the French created a new genre in art, the so-called toilette galante, 
(SLIDE) the artistic representations of what consisted generally of a half naked or 
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draped woman, a clothed attendant, and a male voyeur, admitted to the intimacy of the 
woman’s toilette. The toilette was the everyday process of dressing and undressing, 
and it occurred in the boudoir. In these representations, the woman invites the male 
viewer to contemplate the preliminaries to what Kunzle calls “her graceful and 
complaisant surrender” (p. 141). The toilette galante, whose function was that of 
seduction, prevailed during the Rococo period, when an artificially constructed 
feminine beauty dominated. The corset offered a rigid prop for the slender waist, 
which required assistance to be properly fitted. In these representations the lover 
becomes the symbolic attendant, often disguised as a tailleur or a maid, while a third 
party looks on, providing a realistic framework into which erotic desire could be 
projected.  
In both films, we, as spectators, are invited to participate to the intimacy of the 
characters’ bedrooms. In Picnic at Hanging Rock, the girls are preparing for St 
Valentine’s Day excursion. The iconography of the toilette galante is acted through a 
series of images (SLIDE). Especially, through the girls’ fetishistic lacing into their 
corsets, and the excess of romanticism performed through Miranda’s ritualistic and 
“sensuous” (Bruzzi, 1997, p. 43) face-washing in front of the mirror. (SLIDE) We, as 
spectators, are thus voyeuristically engaged with this intimate and narcissistic reverie, 
and, metaphorically, participate to the rite of passage from adolescence to 
womanhood through the discovery of sex which in turn  is represented by St 
Valentine’s poems and the trip to the rock. Hanging Rock, with its menacing towering 
boulders has, in fact, been profusely described as the missing phallus. This 
identification occurs in the film in the opening segment, through a series of low angle 
shots that are alternated with shots of the girls attending to their toilette. This editing 
clearly establishes the erotic ambivalence of desire and repression which informs the 
film narrative.  
In Moulin Rouge, Satine’s boudoir is the centre of most of the action. In fact, the film 
develops mainly in three sites: Satine’s boudoir, Christian’s impoverished hotel room, 
and the Moulin Rouge’s stage. Keeping with the traditional role of the courtesan’s 
boudoir, (SLIDE) Satine’s bedroom is the centre of the narrative, because it is the 
space where Satine not only admits her lovers, but also where business deals are 
discussed and webs of deceit are woven. Moulin Rouge clearly references the musical, 
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fusing the European vaudeville, cabaret, stage musical and operas. It is a “celebratory 
pastiche of the movie musical” (Kinder, 2002, p. 52), that recreates the excess of 
Studio 54, determining the contemporary mood of the film. While music is the 
storytelling technique in Luhrmann’s third film in his “Red Curtain” trilogy, the can-
can defines the seedy place as one of licence and pleasure. (SLIDE) For the film, 
costume designers Catherine Martin and Angus Strathie took inspiration from 
hardcore S&M books of the late nineteenth century (Litson 2001, p. 24). Nicole 
Kidman/Satine is exposed most of the time in a Karl Lagerfeld black corset, lingerie 
or performance clothing. (SLIDE) As a courtesan, she was one of the first women to 
wear conspicuously erotic underwear. As a prostitute, she not only brazenly flaunts 
her underwear, but she is identified with it as her name suggests. The satin corset 
(SLIDE) was, in the words of Edouard Manet, “the nude of our era” (in Steele, 2001, 
p. 113), suggesting that it was “more than nude”. Silk satin, in particular, was the 
trademark of prostitutes, as they could afford the higher price of the fabric. Satine 
wears a black corsets, another signifier of her profession as a demi-mondaine. In fact, 
respectable and virtuous women wore plain white corsets, and even when in the 
1880s, coloured corsets became fashionable, they were still considered as a 
manifestation of decadence (Steele 2001). 
Central to the narrative in Moulin Rouge is Satine’s tuberculosis, because the disease 
will ultimately cut her life short and consequently the romantic love between Satine 
and Christian.  According to Summers (2001), “The poem “Skeleton in Satin” offered 
a complex analysis of the role of corsetry in the conflation of death and the erotic” (p. 
133). In this Australian poem, the second stanza makes a direct connection between 
consumption (tuberculosis) and fashion: 
The dantiest fabrics of the loom 
But thinly guard the consumptive’s chest,  
Whilst bravely nods above the plume,  
Wrung from the songsters of our woods, 
The tottering step that tells of theume, 
That thinly guarded feet have bred, 
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Are echoed by the quivering plume, 
That tells of desolated woods. 
 
Satine is in fact dying of consumption/tuberculosis. Nicole Kidman, dressed in 
corsets or lingerie, aptly symbolizes  the skeleton in satin and the eroticisation of 
debility. The film itself was surrounded by stories of sacrifice, as Kidman herself 
was tight-laced uncomfortably that she cracked a rib. 
The corset as oppressive 
Previously I stated that the corset has a double and ambiguous role, caught between 
pleasure/desire and oppression. The corset as symbol of oppression is addressed in 
several scenes in Picnic at Hanging Rock. For a start, the school, Appleyard college, 
has an unpleasant repressive character, especially shown in the cruel, almost semi-
pornographic, treatment of school girl Sara, who is regularly strapped to a board in the 
gymnasium to treat her stoop. (SLIDE) The other reference to the corset as oppressive 
symbol occurs in several occasions. . In the movie, and in the book, there are many 
references to the women climbing the rock and getting rid of their clothes. These 
references support a feminist reading by nineteenth-century feminist dress reformers 
and by second-wave feminist groups of the 1970s. Both argued that the corset 
impaired the physical body, disciplining the body into feminine submissiveness. The 
girls take off their shoes and their blue stockings, then their corsets. We know that 
they were corset-less when one of the girls, Irma, is rescued half way through the 
film. The maid in charge of disposing of her clothes notes with some embarrassment 
that the corset is missing. Mrs Cutler dismisses this information as it is of “no 
interest” to the sergeant in charge of the investigation. The lack of the corset may 
seem incomprehensible to the maid and the lady, but the female audience well 
understands that the corset is inauthentic, degenerate and perverse in that it was the 
symbol of female submissiveness. In another scene, we come to know that Ms 
McCraw, the mathematics teacher who also climbs the rock, is seen in a rather 
“embarrassing” state by Edith, the chubby girl who runs down the rock screaming. Ms 
McCraw was not wearing her skirt, and presumably, the many petticoats that go with 
it, but only pantaloons, thus embodying her “masculine intellect”.  
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In 1977, Helen E. Roberts wrote an article for the Journal of Women Culture and 
Society with the title “The Exquisite Slave: The Role of Clothes in the Making of the 
Victorian Woman”. In this article, Roberts provides a feminist reading of the corset, 
and, more generally, of restrictive clothing as disciplining paraphernalia. She argues 
that Victorian women had been taught that pain and submissiveness were related, and 
hence, the pain “afforded the erotic satisfaction normally associated with the sexual 
act” (1977, p. 556). Roberts saw Victorian women’s interest in beauty and tight-lacing 
as narcissistic practices. We know that fashion and beauty practices were, in the 
1970s, a major target for feminist critique. These practices were read as oppressive 
and exploitative, a form of bondage for female submissiveness (Hollows 2000, p. 
140). Also, at the heart of feminist critique there was an endorsement of the “natural’ 
look as opposed to an artificial mode of femininity, even though the “natural” look 
depended on careful construction. When Miranda leaves the other students to climb 
the rock, she is equated to Botticelli’s Venus, in her similarity to the idealised image 
of unobtainable beauty. Botticelli’s Venus is naked, depicting a ”natural” image of 
beauty, and thus reflecting Renaissance’s ideal of beauty as close to nature. However, 
Miranda is dressed. Her corset constructs an artificial shape, hence to be close to 
Venus, and nature, Miranda must rid herself of her disciplining and artificial clothes. 
Thus Miranda’s youthful radiance was more important than glamour; the girls must 
necessarily rid themselves of their corset, as the corset constructs a highly artificial 
body. It is important to note that also in Joan Lindsey’s novel published in 1967 much 
emphasis is put on the oppressive nature of Victorian clothing and the consequent 
liberating act, symbolic and literal, that occurs on the rock. 
 
Re-appropriation of the corset 
At the same time in which Picnic at Hanging Rock was produced and distributed, 
Vivienne Westwood and Malcolm McLaren had opened a shop in London called 
SEX, where they sold various leather clothing and paraphernalia. (SLIDE) As 
Malcom Mclaren said, “we weren’t only rejecting the values of the older generation, 
we were rejecting their taboos as well” (in Wilcox 2004, p.14). The corset and other 
S&M clothing produced a surreal commentary on sartorial display and, especially, it 
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gave licence for women to dress assertively. It provided a counterpoint to the 
Puritanism and conservativism of second wave feminism. In the 1980s, Westwood 
was the first designer to reintroduce the corset on the catwalk, but this time the corset 
had become a fashionable item of outerwear. Jean Paul Gaultier followed on Vivienne 
Westwood’s footsteps introducing in 1984 the cone-bra corset (SLIDE VW AND 
MADONNA). In the 1980s, women displayed a new form of sexual confidence and 
agency; the corset revealed an impulse for irony and parody as it was reconceived as a 
symbol of female empowerment. Notably, Madonna was instrumental in popularising 
the corset and its eroticism to a post-feminist generation with her “Blonde Ambition” 
tour in 1990, in which she wore several versions of Jean Paul Gaultier’s iconic cone-
bra corset. Moulin Rouge further glamourised the corset, propelling it into public 
consciousness and fashion. The excess of costumes (the can-can skirts, tutus worn 
with top hats, the corsets, burlesque clothing, French maid, baby doll and dominatrix) 
played an important part in projecting Moulin Rouge as a carnivalesque space in 
which all sexual fetishes mixed. Luhrmann uses the Moulin Rouge to show a more 
assertive expression of sexuality (male and female, straight and gay) within which 
sexualized clothing is deployed as an instrument of power. By now, a third wave of 
feminism, with different notions about beauty and dress, rethought traditional feminist 
critique of the role of fashion as subjugating women. A body of work in fashion 
theory reclaimed fashion as a women’s game (Scott, 2004; Negrin, 2008; Dyhouse, 
2010) and re-wrote the relationship between women, glamour, beauty, fashion and 
eroticism. Between the early 1980s and 2001, when Moulin Rouge was released, the 
appearance of HIV and AIDS made Western society intensely aware of sexuality and 
sexual practices (McNair 2002, p. 6), which were publicly debated. The 
unprecedented cultural sexualisation of advanced capitalist society translated in the 
emergence of a distinctive fashion inspired by prostitutes’ and transvestites clothing 
(see Vivienne Westwood and Jean Paul Gaultier and Gianni Versace).  
By now the corset has become a visible and socially accepted form of erotic display. 
Despite the fact that some observers noted the re-appearance of the corset as a 
backlash against feminism, the corset continues to hold a multiplicity of meanings. 
From the intensely erotic images of young girls tight-lacing in the intimacy of their 
bedrooms in Picnic at Hanging Rock, to the playful and excessive use of the corset in 
Moulin Rouge, the corset has moved from a tool that gave the appearance of refined 
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debility, to a tool of ironic, postmodern manipulation of sexuality. (SLIDE ADS) In 
conclusion, the corset must be seen in relation to the context in which it appears. Its 
appearance in two different periods in Australian film represents different sartorial 
and cultural interpretations of the corset, and yet it retains its original erotic and 
fetishistic meaning, which clearly continues to haunt it, dominating subsequent re-
writings and re-interpretations. Despite its current playful irony, the corset continues 
to retain its erotic power exactly because of its ambiguities and contradictions. 
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